Acid esterase in human lymphoid cells and leukaemic blasts: a marker for T lymphocytes.
A non-specific acid alpha-naphthyl-acetate esterase activity was investigated in human lymphoid cell populations from tonsils, blood, thymus and in different leukaemias. Four patterns have emerged. (i) The vast majority of T lymphocytes (peripheral blood, tonsils) showed a localized, intense reaction product ("T-like"). (ii) A thymocyte subpopulation expressed faint, localized enzyme activity ("Thy-like) but the majority of thymocytes showed no esterase activity. Some cells from acute lymphoblastic leukaemias with thymocyte surface characteristics had a "Thy-like" appearance. (iii) Most B lymphocytes and cells from chronic lymphocytic leukaemias were esterase negative. No activity was seen in mitogen activated peripheral blood T and B lymphoblasts from peripheral blood and in leukaemic blasts from the common form of childhood acute "lymphoblastic" leukaemia. (iv) Myeloid cells, including peripheral blood monocytes, and blast cells from acute myeloblastic and chronic granulocytic leukaemias showed an intense, diffuse reaction product (M-like). It is concluded that the modified esterase technique is a convenient marker for small mature human T lymphocytes in tissue sections and smears. It may also be helpful in the differential diagnosis of acute lymphoblastic leukaemia with T characteristics, the common form of acute "lymphoblastic" leukaemia and acute myeloblastic leukaemia.